From the beginning the dualistic aim of this insightful survey text is clear: to present its readers with alternative models for studying the oral tradition behind the Gospels while simultaneously challenging the dominance of form criticism. Form criticism is defined as "the study of the history of individual units of (oral) tradition, based on the assumption that there is a discoverable link between their form and their social setting." Although the dominant method of study for the last century, Eric Eve argues it has several flaws. These flaws, reflected in the work of Martin Dibelius and Rudolf Bultmann, both key figures in form criticism, are primarily viewed as belief in: the anonymous handing on of the tradition; the notion that the Evangelists were mere collectors and editors of individual units of oral tradition; oral tradition was primarily transmitted through preaching, exhortation, and disputes with outsiders; the form of the individual unit of oral tradition relates to a sociological setting; and there is no significant difference between oral and written media in the synoptic tradition.
Relying on wisdom from a range of theorists, Eve makes clear that, if tradition survives, it does so because it is remembered.
The final approach Eve proposes is the Eyewitness Model by Samuel Byrskog and Richard Bauckham. This approach shifts from the "how" to the "who"; the eyewitness. The eyewitness is the person who sees and then testifies about what s/he saw. Therefore, a critical concept regarding the eyewitness is autopsy. Autopsy is a visual means to gather information about a certain object.
Overall this text has much to offer and goes a long way in providing a means for understanding the complexity of the oral tradition. The initial appeal of this text, due to the detailed discussion on form criticism, is to the academy. With skillful precision, Eve gets behind form criticism in order to highlight its origins by giving voice to its major architects. In doing so, he also highlights its flaws, which is the point of the text. Behind the Gospels is an insightful book whose detailed scholarship has lasting potential.
